This paper will discuss the social role of food and new producer-consumer relations influenced by socioeconomic and demographic transformation in an urban rurality. These topics will be addressed and enlightened through a case study, Sundom, a small urban rurality and district of Vaasa, on the west coast of Finland.
The social role of food and new producer-consumer relations
The Case of Sundom, Vaasa, Finland Introduction A global paradigm shift occurred in 2007 when, for the first time, a majority of humankind was considered urban-based, not rural. This paradigm shift, as well as contemporary trends of urbanization and counter-urbanization, motivates new studies of the urban-rural borderland and urban-rural relations. In this paper I study one small urban rurality, Sundom in Vaasa, Finland. My main focus in this paper is the social role of food and new producer-consumer relations in an urban rurality experiencing transformation.
My main research questions are:
Does socioeconomic and demographic transformation influence or create new producer-consumer relations in a locality and, if so, how?
Has the social role of food increased or changed due to (socioeconomic) transformation?
My hypothesis is that major transformation does influence producer-consumer relations and the social role of food. Transformation may, for example, lead to rural gentrification and an inflow of wealthier and well-educated inhabitants, assumed to support middle-class values and tastes as well as a more refined view on 'healthy food habits' and world cuisine trends. This inflow of new or increased consumer preferences is in turn assumed to influence new producer-consumer relations and influence, perhaps even increase, the social meaning of food.
I will first present a theoretical background as well as a general presentation of my case study, Sundom. This is followed by a presentation of methods and materials. I will then present the results of my study and discuss my conclusions.
The Sundom case exemplifies that an inflow of new (middle-class and well-educated) inhabitants may have an effect on new local food demands and tastes. It is probable that new consumer demands influence new activities, such as consumer circles or other direct producer-consumer relations. The Sundom case also exemplifies that new food trends and new producer-consumer relations spread down the urban scale. Interestingly enough, new producer-consumer relations and consumer tastes seem to be much less noticeable in the traditional fish sector in Sundom than for products like vegetables and milk. In the latter cases relations have developed mainly between regional producers and local consumers, rather than local (Sundom) producer-consumer relations.
Theoretical background Dünckmann (2012) argues that the key processes for the current transformation of the countryside are a shift from productivism to post-productivism in agriculture, transformation of rural areas from production space to consumer space, increased susceptibility to gentrification processes that transform rural areas to 'middle-class territories' and increased disintegration and differentiation of rural places (Dünckmann 2012: 58) . This is on par with what Andersson et al. (2012) describes as the new middle class's 'quest for the natural, the healthy, the genuine and the authentic' (Andersson et al. 2012: 6) . A countryside that is no longer the traditional farmer's countryside, but rather what Murdoch et al. (2003) considers a differentiated countryside.
In addressing the future of farming Woods (2005) note that twenty-first-century agriculture more than ever is driven by 'the capitalist imperative to maximize returns on income'. Increasingly, however, this means improving the product, as opposed to maximizing production (Woods 2005: 57) .
According to Dünckmann (2012) , however, the rural areas need not lose their rural character as the new settlers may influence a revival and reinforcement of certain 'neo-rural' elements, perhaps romanticizing a rural way of life or searching a more sustainable, green, way of living. Thus, transformation is not only socio-demographic, but also political and cultural transformation on the local level: Govindasamy and Nayga (1997) argued that farmer-to-consumer direct markets gained importance as producers 'can receive a better price directly from consumers' while on the other hand consumers 'can get fresh, high-quality produce for a better than supermarket price.' They also list other advantages, such as recreational activities, preservation of agricultural lands and community development (Govindasamy-Nayga 1997: 31) . At the same time, as for example Ragaert et al (2004) argue, contemporary society is characterized by 'increasing health consciousness and growing interest in the role of food for maintaining and improving human well-being and consumer health' (Ragaert et al. 2004: 259) . Youngs (2003) , who studied consumer perceptions and attitudes of farmers markets in North West England, noted that 95.5 per cent of consumers perceive that farmer's markets sell fresh produce while a vast majority (in some cases almost all participants) also listed quality produce (92.6 per cent), tastier food (90.5) and healthier food (76.5) (Youngs 2003: 518) . Govindasamy et al. (1999) conclude by reference to 'several studies' that farmers are increasingly utilizing direct marketing to consumers in order to increase income. These marketing channels include retail outlets like temporary farmstands, wagons and pick-your-own operations. They further argue that farmers, by direct retailing, receive higher net price and higher returns (Govindasamy et al. 1999: 76, 81) .
In contemporary Finland one such alternative marketing channel and direct retailing system is the so called REKO local food networks. REKO comes from the Swedish word Rejäl konsumtion (proper/reliable consumption) and the founder of the REKO idea is organic ostrobothnian farmer Thomas Snellman, who got the idea when visiting France. The producer-consumer REKO network is totally Internet-based, or (Govindasamy et al. 1999: 82) . REKO networks can be seen as one such current trend.
According to Thilmany et al. (2007) up to 30 per cent of consumers prefer to buy their fresh produce from farmers' markets and direct from producers (Thilmany et al. 2007: 1 (Andersson et al. 2012: 18) . Buciega et al. (2009) emphasise that the growth of new development possibilities in rural areas often depends on their location, in particular concerning rural areas under pressure and influence from metropolitan areas. As Andersson and Sjö-
blom (2013) note: 'it is important to recognize the potential of local variations and new rural-urban coalitions as drivers for citizen participation and for innovative locally initiated strategies and solutions' (Andersson-Sjö-blom 2013: 254).
'The underlying causes of the urban to rural migration of the affluent, are complex, producing a variety of new countrysides, variously interpretable… However, one must remember, the exurbanites are expecting the rural world to be recreated in their image!' (Walker 2000: 106, 111 ).
Rural gentrification can most easily be described as traditional gentrification, but in rural areas. The drivers behind rural gentrification and transformation of metropolitan ruralities are traditionally a growth of ecological, 'green', and sustainable-driven assessments by part of the middle classes. The return of the middle classes to the urban core has duly been studied and reported, for example by Lees, Slater and Wyly (2008) , Williams (2002) and Lilja (2011) . It could be argued that a similar, but weaker, ecologically driven counter wave occurs to urban ruralities. This outward migration (to urban and metropolitan ruralities) was followed by a more suburbia-minded middle class migration, as a consequence of upgraded attraction and increased commuting.
There might be a significant difference between urban and rural gentrification, argues Phillips (1993) , and rural studies appeared to lag behind urban studies 'in recognizing the diversity of ways one can interpret and understand gentrification'. Phillips further draws attention 'to the need to delimit precisely how one is conceptualizing the term gentrification, while at the same time linking the understanding of gentrification into wider debates over social restructuring and the process of class constitution' (Phillips 1993: 138) .
In his study, Phillips found evidence both to support that gentrifiers are embodiments of capital and to suggest that other motives and social relations were significant in creating gentrification. Phillips also notices commonalities and differences between rural and urban gentrification as well as within gentrification in various rural localities (Phillips 1993: 138) .
In this paper food tastes are suggested as a possible marker of lifestyle differences between traditional inhabitants and new middle-class/highly-educated inhabitant groups. It is suggested that new consumer tastes and new consumer demands and behavior, such as consumer circles, are influenced by a transformation of the local socioeconomic and demographic structure.
Case study Sundom
Sundom is a village in Ostrobothnia that has been part of the city of Vaasa since 1973. In 1976 the bridge Myrgrundsbron between Sundom and Vaasa was inaugurated, and the distance between the urban core and Sundom was shortened from approximately 30 to 10 kilometers. A direct consequence of these improved communications was an increased inflow of migrants to Sundom.
Sundom has strong historical traditions and a wide range of cultural activities. More than 30 local associations are active, the yearly publication Murmursunds Allehanda has been published for more than 60 years, and a local TV-channel has broadcast programs for almost 30 years (Fjällström 2008: 47) . Part of the historical village is preserved, but new housing areas have also been planned and are being built. Two thirds of the area consists of the archipelago, sea and small islands.
Socioeconomic and demographic transformation
Since 1973 income/capita during this period was also noted in the Sundom district (Kommonen 2011) . Also worth noting is that the unemployment rate in the district simultaneously was among the lowest in Vaasa (Kommonen 2011 ).
This signals a shift from the traditional small farmer and fisherman's village that Sundom once was to a highly educated, well off urban rurality that contemporary Sundom already is and will become.
The work force in Sundom consists mainly of wage earners. The public sector and administration dominates as employing sector 2001-2010 and has increasing its share more rapidly than the other employing sectors. Academics employed at universities and colleges are part of this sector. Industry, commerce, hotels and restaurants, was also a growing sector 2001 -2010 (Ehrström 2015 A further six interviews, focusing on the role of food and new producer-consumer relations, were conducted in the spring of 2015, The analysis presented here takes all the before-mentioned 14 interviews in account, but focuses mainly on the latter six. These six interviews were conducted with three men and three women. Two were identified as 'new' Sundomers, three as 'old' Sundomers and one as a former ('old') Sundomer. Thus, focus in this article is more on consumers than on producers, and the social role of food is at the center of the paper.
Perceived and experienced transformation
This section is based on the interviewees' perceptions and experiences of transformation in Sundom.
The interviews conducted in 2013 clearly point out perceptions and experiences of transformation in Sundom.
Ehrström (2015) notes that there is a large positive consensus in Sundom that all is well and that Sundom is a prosperous village district in Vaasa, with a favorable future ahead. There also seems to be extensive consensus regarding the need to preserve the rural heritage and the village structure, as well as for Sundom to remain a rural village and not be redeveloped into a semi-urban or suburban district of Vaasa.
However, there also seems to be only partial mixing between new and old Sundomers, as the population in older parts of the village are mainly 'old' Sundomers, and 'new' Sundomers are more clustered in newer 6 All interviews were conducted as semi-structured, with some structured questions, but all interviewees were given possibilities to dwell on certain other or nearby questions if appropriate. Of the 14 interviews most were conducted in Swedish, and two in Finnish, as the majority language in Sundom is Swedish. All interviews were recorded except one, due to technical problems with the recorder. For that interview written minutes were used instead. Female, 31, also perceives a potential for future restaurants in Sundom serving new (class-and age-related) consumer groups in Sundom:
'Earlier it wouldn't have been possible (for example a vegetarian restaurant), but now, as Sundom is growing (in population) and there's a new generation I absolutely think it's possible. It's actually been only the last two years that it has been like this.' (Female, 31).
There is, however, currently no signs of a 'new food' restaurant/café entrepreneur/culture in Sundom.
Perhaps it is still early days. However, there are also some signs of food conservatism among 'old' Sundomers, or lack of new food culture entrepreneurism and local restaurants:
'There's so much thoroughfare traffic and so many summer guests (second homes), but the only thing that has been managed is the Grill in the center of the village' (Male, 56).
In an increasingly middle-class and well-educated Sundom, new producer-consumer relations may best be exemplified by producer-consumer direct trade circles. These circles are based on direct trade in biodynamic, ecological, locally-grown food between local (or in this case regional) producers and consumers. Consumer Other respondent, on the other hand, is all for buying 'all sorts of' ecological products, and mention wine, milk and vegetables as examples, but doesn't participate in the circles: There are both food (mostly vegetable) and milk consumer circles that bring together local consumersmostly new Sundomers, but also some (middle-class and commuting) old Sundomers-and regional producers. However, the few local producers are currently more into selling to stores/wholesale. This is something that local consumers are well aware of.
'I have a feeling the farmers in Sundom are rather huge, mass producers… I think it's another form of production here (locally)' (Male, 56).
'There are farmers here, but they are producing grain' (Male, 48).
Production-wise the local focal point is the 'Sundom herring'. It is a national brand and all interviewed mention Sundom herring as a strong brand (for Sundom). 'Sundom herring' is nationally a well-known product, even though Sundom the village may be totally obscure. A respondent (Male, 46) however, points out that perch is the cornerstone of the fishing business in Sundom. This respondent is a fairly long time resident of Sundom (10 years +), but still considered a 'newcomer'.
There's no denying that the fishing sector is central for Sundom's image and for rural goods and services (RGS) in Sundom. Over time, fish production has gone from small-scale smoking of fish in the archipelago to more industry-like smokehouse activities in the village. granted. Male, 46, however, warns that the fish sector is at risk of vanishing from Sundom (due to an aging professional society, a conservative non-inclination to change and harsh working conditions for the fishermen).
But this is still not reflected in new consumer activity or in new or strengthened local demand for fish food products. However, fish sector representative Male, 46, strongly argues for product development and new marketing tools (on the regional and national market). Here, then, is a potential for strengthened relations between new consumer tastes and producer's product innovations.
Conclusions
A significant inflow of new settlers with a different socioeconomic profile is both a challenge and an opportunity for the community. Inflow of inhabitants with large socioeconomic and cultural capital may increase the inflow of capital, investments, and municipal planning (infrastructure, schools…). At the same time transformation and redevelopment plans need to respect and take into account the locality's cultural and historical values.
It must also be emphasized that the statistical material is usually more limited and smaller in urban ruralities (like Sundom) than in metropolitan ones-with fewer property trades, fewer inhabitants and fewer voters, for example. Earlier studies of the Sundom case prove this point. Unfortunately, this also makes detailed studies of smaller localities vulnerable to the impact of extremes. In Sundom we see this in the property price statistics, where one extremely divergent property affair may influence the statistics unacceptably much. This is a problem that must be considered, and taken into account, as it may limit the capability to draw certain conclusions. Studying smaller urban ruralities, however, is important for understanding general processes in ruralities, irrespective of scale, and should be carried out even though the statistical material may partially limit the value of the findings. This, then, increases the value of qualitative research and on triangular studies, combining qualitative and quantitative methods.
This case study suggests that there is a consumer interest in direct producer-consumer relations and (consumer interest) in local food. This may, as for example Govindasamy and Nayga (1997) and Ragaert et al (2004) Other respondent (Male, 46) expect new arrangements, like more direct marketing to producers, and increased use of social media (including facebook) for direct producer-consumer relations.
'I think it will be more common that producers have to find their niche, and that they produce new products' (Male, 46).
Thus, it's also a question of potential forerunners and entrepreneurs being ready to realize a potential.
However, creative marketing, packaging, branding, product-development and securing economic margins for (small-scale) pilot production are major challenges for new production and food-related businesses. Interviews suggest there is interest in product development within the fishing industry in Sundom, but only partial, as most tend to be quite appeased with how things are run now. This may interlock with high average age in this sector.
'You have to think and change in advance because you never know if or when demand will change in the future, and you have to show, that here you are ' (Male, 46 ).
An upcoming change-of-generation is considered a question of destiny for the fishing business in Sundom, but interviewees are noticing that the long hours, tiresome work and financial insecurity of fishing scares young people from the sector.
The Sundom case suggests a need to find new ways of strengthening local/regional producer-consumer relations. This could for example include a combination of organic/biodynamic food production and farm-based restaurants. Perhaps an ambitious center for 'Sundom' brand products? The established 'Sundom herring' brand is an eye-catcher that might be used for marketing and production of other high-class fish products, organic/biodynamic groceries, foodstuff and, perhaps, other local/regional products.
The Sundom case exemplifies that inflow of new (middle-class and well-educated) inhabitants, most likely have an effect on new food demands and tastes. It is probable, then, that these new consumer demands create or influence new activities, like consumer circles or other direct producer-consumer relations. These relations are thought to be established and mainly upheld by 'the new local middle-class' even though some 'old' inhabitants (that share the same middle-class values) most likely will take part. As argued by Female, 34, food circles may actually fulfill two purposes for the initiators and members; promote and distribute qualitative food stuff and healthy alternatives directly from producers to consumers and create and increase social bonds and contacts within the community, bringing these people together for a common cause (good food) and thus increasing the social meaning of food. It is further probable that the social aspects of direct trade circles are more important for new inhabitants in the locality, while qualitative health-related arguments are much more important for long-time residents and well established (old middle-class) consumers.
The material is too small to draw any vast conclusions for the locality, but the social meaning of food seems to increase as a result of the consumer circles. The Sundom case further exemplifies that new food trends and new producer-consumer relations spread down the urban scale, and is not only a reality in metropolitan ruralities. New producer-consumer relations are the result of consumer circles, mostly for vegetables and milk, but in this case it is suggested that these new relations have developed between regional producers and local consumers. Concerning the traditional fish food sector there has been no consumer trend or interest for a consumer circle or expressions of changes in tastes.
Based on the case of Sundom I suggest that socioeconomic and demographic transformation influence new producer-consumer relations in urban ruralities. In Sundom consumer circles were initiated by a new Sundomer and they mostly, but not exclusively, attract new Sundomers. Among traditional Sundomers those participating are described as middle-class and/or highly educated inhabitants. However, new producer-consumer relations were mostly increased between regional producers and local consumers, suggesting stronger local consumer relations but not necessarily new local producer-consumer relations. This was a somewhat surprising finding. The social role of food has therefore increased among consumers, but not necessarily locally between producers and consumers in Sundom. It is therefore suggested that the fish sector lags behind in that respect, due to an ageing professional society, satisfaction with current sales structure and a conservative disinclination towards change. However, an interviewed representative of the sector (Male, 46) acknowledge the need for product development and new marketing measures. This may in turn suggest that new producer-consumer relations may, over time, develop concerning local fish products.
Irrespective of size, new producer-consumer relations and direct trade are created in urban and metropolitan ruralities, influenced by an inflow of middle-class tastes and food trends, increasing the social role of food in the process. However, the social aspects are expected to be mostly stressed by new, migrating middle class, and much less so by established inhabitants in the community. These new relations, and tastes, are fur-ther suggested in the interview material to be (middle) class-and (young) age-influenced, but a prerequisite for establishing this fact is a much larger study than was committed for this paper.
All interviewed here (and for Ehrström 2013 Ehrström , 2015 expressed a positive sense of place. Even though the interview material is small, this indicates a positive atmosphere, which increases social sustainability and may counteract negative tendencies of gentrification. This includes new producer-consumer relations and the social meaning of food. Here, on the borderland between urban and rural land, it may be possible to realize strategies for involving new and old inhabitants in the community and create new local opportunities.
Lastly, to quote Woods (2005) , there are many different countrysides.
And, perhaps precisely therefore, it is time to seriously rethink what is considered 'rural' and a 'Rurality'
and how we define the border between urban and rural, and, indeed, the overlapping rurban places,
